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“The war is, as I understand it, certainly not over.”

Interview with Bernard Khoury on Post-Conlli :t Architecture

Bernard Khoury, (boen 1968) is an architecs whose many projects “died on paper”, before he mans-

tiom over Lhe wosonds amd svars of the citig”

- aed Lo aet into entertainment rehated propects, which then allowed hia to bakd “phaces for commanis

How can a place, which was once a battlelield, become a home™ again? Wha
kind of symbols, what kind of scars and what kind of possibilities are to be
found there? Is war, as an act of destruction, the worst thing that can happer
to architecture (and respectively the architect) or does it rather present im
portant evolutionary opportunities with each new phase of peace?

Architects build fortresses and bunkers, public places and bridges: places ol botl
isolation and togetherness. With Daniel Libeskind, one of the most acclaimed, b

- also eriticized architects of our time, being assigned to build the Jewish Museur

in Berlin and subsequently the Imperial War Museum in Manchester and the ne

World Trade Center in New York, landmarks of destruction are constructed fo

peaceful visitors in times when there is hope. In a similar way and against a con

parable backdrop. Bernhard Khoury, one of the most promising young ar hitect:

involves himsell in Beirut - a city that is, after vears and years of civil war, be

ring wounds that are in desperate need of being transformed into places for con

munication, In the following conversation, Khoury talks both about Beirut an

his projects therein

Did vou also know Beirut before the civil
war [ 1975-M))7

I was born in Beinst in 1968 and |

have some great memones of my child-

hood there up until 1975 as well as aller

¥
Did you remain in Beirut during the war?
I livesd in Betrut Jor a pood part of the
war, | left the country with my Eamily for

one year in 1976, and again between

1986 amd 1993 10 complete my collepe

studies in the US. Living, in Belrut du-
ring the war was nol a iraumalic exper)

ence. The aty was, o some times, a dan-

perous place, but people learmn how o

adjust to situations and we made the

bt ot of it

i

Did you feel it to be adangerous place to live?

I have never really felt in danger be-

cause of my peographic location

Lebanon betore, duning. and alter “the
war”. My Lamily and |Hlived on both sides

i the ¢ By SO W WOTC as at home in the

Farst as i D Wiesd oo Betrut
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What is the current state of aflates?

The war is, as | understand W, cer-
takmly Al o il e are il eacino

What 1S the current state of allairss

The war is. as | understand i, cer-
[n.lll'll_\. sl OWCT but we are “'Illlt";"-t'ﬂp,
imponant developments both locally
and in the region. Beirut is not a very
peaceful place. It never has been and
probably never will be. However | would
not like to use the terms aggression or
fear to describe people’s behaviour and

leclings at this point in lime
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Nevertheless, have there been any preli-
minary moves to re-establish normal daily
life following the official end of war?

The “post - war® era started with the
so-called reconstruction process and
with the dismantling of the demarcation
lines which physically separated the dif-
ferent zones

i

How did people. who had been enemic
during the war, manage to live and worl
together alterwards?

Some of 1he enemies have not beet
able to establish peace with cach odhe
but others have been able to pet aloeg)
their interests moct: they are able to o
ther povern of lind their place withe .
form of status quo. The political ses
ation in Lebanon reflects the whole sies
ation of the region. The local polngal
figures as well as the so-called polaal

partics have very limited political power

'
What role has architecture played in the
reconstruction process?

Architecture, as a pan of the necos-
struction process, has not been on ay
poditical apendia, since our local instte
tions have had other preoocupations
The private sector has undenaken most
of the major reconstruchion elborts, most
notably a povate company called Sob
dere that has managed the reconsing-
thon of the Contral Dystrict anea of Bast.
However in peneral, the image peojond
by these eflonts has been very simplax
atwh redus Hive, with the major focs X
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andd some other equipment. Thig
such projects, both Beirut and the restd
the country are likely to become the vic-
tims of a violent sterilization process.

5.
Could you expand upon the role played by
*Solidere” in the reconstruction process?
“Solidere” was created in the early
199%0's and It is in charge of rebuilding
the infrastructure as well as setting the
rules and regulations of the city s recon-
struction. In ordert to put its master plan
into action, *Solidere’ appropriated all
the real estate within the Beirut Central
District zone and compensated all the
land owners by giving them shares
{which can be traded at the Beirut stock
market) in " Solidere”, who currently own

13

- How did "BO18". a project that is built in
- the grounds of a former military-prison

- camp, receive its name?

The origin of the name "BOI8", a
place of nocturnal survival. lies in the
post code of a residence of Naji Gebrane,
a musician, who has. from the begin-
ning. promoted this space as a place of

continually transforming music culture

14.

« Could you describe the historical context
= of the site?

Inearly 1998, the " BOIS' came tothe
*Quarantaine’, an area near to the port of
Beirut. which. during the French protec-
torate, was a place of quarantine for ar-
riving crews, During the recent war it be-
came the abode of Palestinian, Kurdish,
and South Lebanese refugees iwhich in
1975 actually amounted to 20.000). Un-
til that time, the quarantine area had
been isolated from the rest of the city by
awall. In January 1976, the Phalangist
Militia launched a radical attack which
completely wiped out the " Quarantaine’.
It was at this point that the wall was de-
molished and all the refugees’ barracks
were dismantled. 22 years later. in this
ruined place, lot #317 was chosen 1o
house the * BO18", which will remain here
until 2003, the expiry date of the rental
contract.

15.

And what are the intellectual and creative

processes motivating it?

Well, across the adjacent highway

that provides the main northern access
to the city, there are densely populated
areas that lie along the river of Beirut.
You could say that *B018" is a product of
these circumstances since our proposal
responds to our reading of this context
as well as the immediate and present
history of the site. The option of building
within and below the surface of the
ground emphasizes the absence of buil-
ding within the former limits of the quar-
antine. Apart from that, we wanted to re-
act to the disappearance of the wall that
defined the borders of the site prior 1o
1976. Above all, the project addresses
the complexity of the surface of the site
in relation to its history and also the im-
plementation of a building dedicated 1o
enlenainmenit.

6.
How have visitors responded to this site?
*B 018" plays an important parn in

the night scene of Beirut but it is more
than a commercial space. since it has
been given a higher meaning by the pu-
blic who use it. The fact that this place is
still operating and going strong is, in
some ways. proof of its success

the whole distrct. This radical and inno-
vative notion of “owning the city” reflexts
the ambations of “post-war’ Bewrut to be
bocome the hyper<<ontemporany finan-
cial capital of the regron. Thes s, to my
mind. a bold model that has no prece-
dent in the history of urbanism. In the
early 199075 L thought thait a new foem ol
urban planning could be denived trom
this logic but in Ext the “Sodidere” mas-
ter plan progects traditional rules and
regulations of building and planning
that do not reflect the particularnities of
the conditions on whach the whole pro-

ot was based

How have you responded to the situation

m your work as an architect?

I am parnt of & growing number of
"frustrated” voung architects who leel
that they are being keft out of the majos
comed rue Lionoperalions. We are now try-
ing 1o bocome active by seeking our al-
lernative means through which tointer-
vone in the Gty 1 ieed howeser that Hhave
had more luck than others of my gene-
ration because | have boen able 1o work
ol proje s that have had o meaningiul

imPact On the pustilic

s there been debate amongst the archi-
: .:’mtm: means Lhrough which tointer-
e in the city. leel however that | have
kad more luck than others of my gene-
ration because | have been able 1o work
on projects that have had a meaningful

impact on the public,

s there been debate amongst the archi-
s involved in the reconstruction process?

Fhere is noorganized forum in which
architects can operate and collaborate
and so there has been no serious archi-
tectural debate over reconstruction. The
master plans are being developed be-
hind closed doors and are never dis-
cussed in public.

hitecture is an instrument of power and
mplementing cultural identity. Do you
ik a city that has been marked by war
uld be reconstructed in its former image?

Some architects are trying to recre-
ate the supposed “original® image of
Beirut. I think that the nostalgic attitude
reflected in these projects is very sim-

~ would you evaluate your work in Belrut?

| think that through my three enter-
tainment projects, "B 018", the Central
project and the Yabani building, we have
tried equally to address cernain issues
which we think relevant to our society
and to the city in general. In my opinion,
no major institutional building of the
‘post-war era has consciously ad-
dressed in such a pertinent manner any
of the social and political issues | think
relevant.

BOIS
A progext that & balt m the groands of a Brmer mulitary proson camp in Beargt

phistic. reductive. and dangerous Such a
post<Card image of the Gty is, in my ops-
nion. the product of colonial times
Beirut has other, Lar more interesting
hirstones that deal with the complexity of
s immexhiate past and also of its pres-
cnl. In my view. what make a city inter-
esting are these specificities and hidden
complexitics and it i these which are be-
ing erased by the current mapor recon-

stnu bon cflons

Do vou think destruction is a catalyst for
innovalion?

Citics arc alwavs in a state of trans-
Iosmation. Major events such as wars
can break the patterns of urban growth
and this can be seen as either a positive
of negative thing, depenching on the way
youl book at it Teme will tell, it the panial
demolition and subsexquent re-banbding
of Beirut has been handled with at least
sorme measute of intelligence and perts
nence. The case of Betrut is one Thal

needs 1o be very dosely monitored

nence, The case of Beirut is one that

neads to be very closely monitored.

8.

There is a theory. which says that a certain
type of architecture might reinforce or

even create urban problems.

I would not give the practice of archi-
tecture so much credit,

What do you think of the World Trade Cen-
ter competition and the winning design of
Daniel Libeskind?

I am not impressed by the winning
proposal for the new World Trade Center
but | think anyway that the hypothetical
project will most probably be affected by
future limitations that will further dilute
its present design.
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